In December 2019, Chinese authorities reported the emergence of a cluster of severe respiratory infections of unknown etiology in Wuhan (Hubei province, China).\[[@ref1]\] The seventh-identified human coronavirus and third-novel coronavirus to emerge in the past 17 years, the severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2) was isolated in January 2020 as the cause of the SARS-like atypical pneumonia called coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19).\[[@ref2][@ref3]\] Although much still remains to be learned about the pathogenicity of SARS-CoV-2, the virus appears to spread primarily through air-borne droplet nuclei or small particles and requires contact points within the mouth, nose, eyes, or other parts of the upper aerodigestive system.\[[@ref1]\] There is also early evidence of fecal-oral transmission.\[[@ref1]\]

Despite global efforts to slow the spread of SARS-CoV-2, the World Health Organization (WHO) has declared COVID-19 a pandemic\[[@ref4]\] and the United States (like many countries) has declared a National Emergency.\[[@ref5]\] Since the WHO declared a pandemic, governments worldwide have advised against public gatherings and encouraged their population to stay at home as much as possible. Physical distancing strategies (PDS), ranging from less restrictive social distancing to complete closure of society or "shelter-in-place" orders, have been suggested as an approach to contain and mitigate the severity of the COVID-19 pandemic.\[[@ref1]\] PDS are designed to dramatically shift social mixing patterns and are often used in epidemic settings.\[[@ref1]\] Consequently, religious practices of many are undergoing profound changes.

For some, the expressions of faith may emphasize close contact, such as hand-holding and sharing communion in Christian churches, standing shoulder-to-shoulder during prayer in Mosques, or touching or kissing religious objects at synagogues. In some cases, religious gatherings have proven to be hotbeds for outbreaks, with some labeled as super-spreaders, including the Shincheonji Church of Jesus (Republic of Korea) and Tablighi Jamaat (Malaysia, India). In Washington D. C., a rector tested positive for the virus after performing communion at an Episcopalian church, causing more than 500 congregants to self-quarantine for 2 weeks.\[[@ref6]\] At the heart of this is a conflict between the rational requirements of health and the traditional requirements of religion; rational health-conscious behavior including PDS, versus religious traditions that promote (or require) social gathering. Hence, which of these principles should come first? The crisis has prompted many religious leaders to appeal to their followers to not only take safety precautions, but also to embrace their spirituality to help confront the health, social, and economic challenges ahead.\[[@ref6]\] A Pew Research Center survey conducted March 19--24, 2020, found that 59% of US adults who had earlier indicated they attended religious services at least once or twice per month said they were attending services in person less and watching greater numbers of religious services through varied media modalities.\[[@ref7]\] This manuscript explores how some are approaching religious observance during the COVID-19 pandemic.

CATHOLICISM {#sec1-2}
===========

A thorough discussion of Catholic law is outside the scope of this manuscript, but we refer the readers to our prior discussions on the topic.\[[@ref8]\] The Catholic Church has precedent for modifying practice requirements in the face of an infectious pandemic. For example, during the influenza pandemic of 1918, Bishop John Patrick Farrelly (Catholic Diocese of Cleveland) sent a letter to all priests stating "to abide by every ruling of their respective boards of health and aid in every way to check the spread of Spanish influenza."\[[@ref9]\] In addition, during the 1918 pandemic, priests requested that mass be observed in homes, and hymns and Bible readings were published through the newspapers.

The coronavirus pandemic has challenged the Catholic Church to find new ways to celebrate Liturgical celebrations. As worldwide social distancing mandates were released in March 2020, the Pope established directions on how to celebrate Holy Thursday, Good Friday, Easter Vigil, and Easter Sunday in line with these government guidelines.\[[@ref10]\] This meant that the faithful would join the Pope spiritually through the media (television, radio, and web), and Sunday Mass has been held virtually in accordance with local health ordinances. In addition, Bishops worldwide have suspended Sunday obligation. While some Dioceses have canceled and even prohibited their priests from hearing confessions or anointing the sick, others have encouraged confessions to be offered in accordance with the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention recommendations and local directives, and that anointing of the sick be offered where health-care providers allow access to priests (with the proper precautions taken). Some churches have been left open for people to pray individually.\[[@ref11]\] Overall, the limitations on mass gatherings, which include religious gatherings, will remain in place while stay-at-home orders are in place. These stay-at-home order timelines will differ by locality, making it difficult to make a projection for the Church as a whole.

ISLAM {#sec1-3}
=====

A thorough discussion of Islamic law is outside the scope of this manuscript, but we refer the readers to our prior discussions of the topic.\[[@ref8][@ref12][@ref13]\] The decision on how to handle religious observance and PDS during the COVID-19 pandemic is not unanimous among Muslim scholars.\[[@ref14][@ref15]\] The International Islamic Fiqh Academy (IFA) affiliated with the Organization of Islamic Cooperation (OIC) has recommended adhering to PDS, including the permissibility of closing mosques to prayers, and suspending Tarawih prayers, Eid prayers, performance of pilgrimage (Hajj and Umrah), closing educational institutions, and adopting the principle of distance education.\[[@ref16]\] Of note, there is precedent for suspending the Hajj pilgrimage (July 28--August 2); this has been done before, including for plagues and cholera outbreaks.\[[@ref6]\]

Fasting during the 9^th^ month (Ramadan) of the Islamic lunar calendar is a religious obligation for able-bodied adult Muslims as prescribed in the Qur\'an 2:186.\[[@ref13]\] Fasting is obligatory upon every adult Muslim who is of sound mind, not ill, and not traveling (Quran 2:184). Historically, the decision to fast in the event of illness depends upon the nature and severity of illness.\[[@ref13]\] A comprehensive discussion of all medical illnesses, medications, and procedures in the context of Ramadan is beyond the scope of this manuscript; however, readers are referred to our summary of judicial rulings in the form of fatawa published elsewhere.\[[@ref13]\] All 13 identified fatawa (1 Sunni, 11 Shi\'a, 1 joint Sunni and Shi\'a) indicate that illness is a valid reason exempting one from fasting.\[[@ref13]\] Although specific verbiage may vary, the most common criteria are that the patient reasonably and justifiably fear that the fast will cause him/her significant loss or harm.\[[@ref13]\] Two fatawa indicate exemption for patients prohibited to fast by a physician.\[[@ref13]\]

Furthermore, as pertains to fasting during the month of Ramadan during the COVID-19 pandemic, it has been stated that health practitioners who are weak or too busy with patient care to take the predawn meal (Sahūr), may break the fast if needed.\[[@ref16]\] However, they must still adhere to the rules of atonement as pertains to intentional or unintentional missing of a fast, Kaffarah and Fidya, respectively.\[[@ref16]\]

Recommendations from the Muslim Council of Britain concur with the IFA-OIC. As regards healthcare personnel, their ruling expands on that of the IFA-OIC: "Health-care workers wearing personal-protective equipment or doing long shifts can be at real risk of dehydration or making clinical errors because of this, so they\'re exempt from fasting because this could impact on their health or the health of others."\[[@ref17]\] In addition, they recommended organizing prayers at home, including Tarawih, the congregational prayers and lectures performed after the night prayer (Isha) each night during the month of Ramadan.\[[@ref17]\] Moreover, they advised streaming Tarawih in one\'s home, either prerecorded or live and arranging virtual Iftars (meal eaten after sunset/fast completion during Ramadan) with loved ones.\[[@ref17]\] They also stressed the importance of looking out for one\'s health.\[[@ref17]\]

In North America, the National Muslim Coalition Statement on Coronavirus/COVID-19 Pandemic (comprised of 34 Muslim civil society organizations) has urged Muslims make every effort to support self-quarantine and social distancing as advised by your local, regional, state, and national public health or government authorities.\[[@ref18]\] Congregants should avoid all public gatherings to protect themselves, their families, and communities. The task force recommends mosques, community centers, schools, and other public centers, suspend all nonessential gatherings until further notice.\[[@ref18]\] People have been advised to pray the congregational Friday prayer (Ṡalāt al-Jumuāah) in their homes.\[[@ref18]\] In addition, in Indonesia, the world\'s largest Muslim nation, mainstream Islamic organizations have issued religious pronouncements in agreement with those above.

In contrast, the European Council for Fatwā and Research issued Fatawa that following live or prerecorded Tarawih is not valid, and that the Friday prayer in the homes is not valid behind the direct broadcast or modern means of communication (fatwa No. 4/30).

JUDAISM {#sec1-4}
=======

A thorough discussion of Jewish law is outside the scope of this manuscript, but we refer the readers to our prior discussion of the topic.\[[@ref8]\] Beyond impacting the weekly Sabbath (Shabbat), numerous Jewish holidays have or will likely occur during the immediate period of this pandemic including: Purim (March 9--10), Passover (April 8--16), and Shavout (May 28--30). Additionally, others including Rosh Hoshanah (September 18--20), Yom Kuppur (September 27-28), Sukkot (October 2--9), and Shemini Atzeret/Simchat Torah (October 10--11) could potentially be affected.

The answer as to how Jewish observance is impacted by COVID-19 is complex, because decisions between (and even within) different denominations may differ. Although, in these unusual times, most denominations are more lenient about using technology on holidays and Shabbat. The Committee on Jewish Laws and Standards and the Rabbinical Assembly office have urged those who are ill to stay home, and those whom medical authorities have recommended for quarantine or self-quarantine to follow medical advice and stay in quarantine.\[[@ref19]\] This is based (in part) on the principle of pikuach nefesh (saving a life takes priority over Sabbath observance) which overrides almost every other Jewish value.\[[@ref19]\] For those who have been medically advised or mandated by health authorities to stay away from congregational worship they have offered recommendations. Those who wish to be part of a weekday minyan to recite prayers requiring a minyan, including mourner\'s kaddish, may connect virtually (through audio or video) with a minyan (whether of their own congregation or another) whose members are meeting in person, preferably in their time zone.\[[@ref19]\] They may recite kaddish, kedushah, barkhu, etc., and hear Torah reading along with that minyan.\[[@ref19]\] Congregational leadership should provide guidance for home davening and Torah study for those not able to attend Shabbat or Yom Tov services.\[[@ref19]\]

These sentiments have been embraced by many in the Orthodox community as well. Rabbinic leaders and organizations across the Orthodox spectrum have, individually, declared the health threat presented by COVID-19 a mortal threat (Sakanas Nefashos).\[[@ref20]\] Furthermore, Jewish tradition teaches that love (Chesed) is not merely an inner emotion, it is a way of behaving toward others that makes the love manifest.\[[@ref20]\] Moreover, whereas Orthodox Jewish practice normally prohibits the use of electronics on the Sabbath and Jewish festivals, the aforementioned have (in part) led Rabbinical leaders to encourage practitioners to avoid travel and celebrate Passover (Pesach) as they sheltered in the place.\[[@ref21]\] The limitation against holding Minyanim (a quorum of ten Jewish adults required for certain religious obligations) was to remain in place without exception.\[[@ref21]\] The burning of chametz was discouraged so as not to add stress or burden to emergency responders.\[[@ref21]\] Additionally, a number of Orthodox Rabbis have temporarily endorsed the use of audio and visual technology to aid the observance of the Shabbat, holidays, and other religious observances.\[[@ref22][@ref23]\] Of note, however, this practice is not universally accepted, and some other leaders have voiced disagreement.\[[@ref22][@ref23]\] Some Rabbis have expressed concern that such loosening of the rules, even if expressly done only to address a pressing (and presumably temporary) need, might nevertheless create new norms of behavior that will outlast the current crisis.

HINDUISM {#sec1-5}
========

Hinduism is the world\'s third largest religion after Christianity and Islam, but uniquely it has no single founder, no church hierarchy and no central authority. This means that greater decision-making power lies in the hands of local religious leaders. The Hindu faith has 18 holidays between now and Diwali (November 14). There remains considerable debate amongst Guru\'s and religious leaders on whether and how to modify religious practice. Regarding the recent holiday Holi, India\'s health ministry stopped short of explicitly banning celebrations, but senior government figures led by the example. Prime Minister Narendra Modi tweeted last week that he would not take part in any Holi gatherings given that "experts across the world have advised to reduce mass gatherings to avoid the spread of covid-19."\[[@ref24]\] It has largely been left to the local administration and temple trusts to decide how these events are to be conducted.\[[@ref25]\] Although many festivals were canceled, including New Delhi, others continued (e.g., Uttarakhand).\[[@ref25]\] Similarly, despite government requests to celebrate at home, Ayodhya pilgrims were not prevented from gathering to observe the 9-day Celebration of Ram as per usual custom. Conversely, Temples across North American have been closed to the public.

CONCLUSION {#sec1-6}
==========

The question on if and how to observe PDS varies within and between religions. As this pandemic could extend (through subsequent waves) for a prolonged period, it is important that health-care providers, religious leaders, and the population at large work together on strategies that allow successful and meaningful fulfillment of religious obligations while maintaining public security and welfare.
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